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New Testament Studies and Papyrology:
What CanWe Learn from Each Other?*

1. Introduction

There was a time when a number of New Testament scholars had first-hand acquaintance with the actual
manuscripts of their discipline. Such names as Konstantin v. Tischendorf, Caspar Rene Gregory, J. Rendel
Harris, and W. H. P. Hatch come to mind, among others1. There was also a time when a number of New
Testament scholars, even if they did not work first-hand with the manuscripts, utilized the resources in a
direct and accessible fashion to inform their work in important ways. Such names as James Hope Moulton
and George Milligan come to mind. There was also a time when a number of major papyrologists were
also trained as biblical scholars, or at least had serious and sustained interests in this domain. Such names
as, Konstantin v. Tischendorf, Karl Wessely, and Peter Sanz may be mentioned. The discipline of New
Testament studies has changed significantly since that time, however. Of course, there are still a number
of papyrologists who have serious interest in biblical manuscripts (e. g. Cornelia Römer), and a number
of trained theologians who have become New Testament papyrologists as well (e. g. Juan Chapa among
others). However, whereas papyrologists continue to pay close attention to the manuscripts that continue
to be published, as well as re-editing and re-interpreting a number of important previously published
manuscripts, New Testament scholars appear to have gone in another direction almost entirely. Indeed,
there are a number of New Testament scholars who are involved in what is called textual criticism, but
few of these in my experience actually examine the manuscripts themselves (a few exceptions are J. H.
Greenlee,Albert Pietersma, David Parker and J. K. Elliott), often contenting themselves with photographs
or even printed versions or less. Their number in a field as large as professional New Testament studies
today is relatively small.

In the light of this situation, onemight legitimately ask the question of what can each group learn from
the other.What I wish to propose is that some of what appear to be the by-ways of New Testament studies
have potential for informing papyrological studies, and that some of the constant concerns of papyrologists
hold out hope of reviving interest in essentials for New Testament study.

2.What Can New Testament Scholars Learn from Papyrology?

When I was studying for one ofmy degrees in New Testament studies, one of our professors used to intone
that we should always keep our finger on the text. One of us came up with the retort that that was one of
the major problems — our fingers were getting in the way of seeing the text.What we joked about then is,
unfortunately, still true today. Most New Testament scholars learn their profession by studying an eclectic
text of the New Testament. This text does not conform exactly to any of the over 5000 New Testament
manuscripts. Instead, it is a hypothetical reconstruction based upon two major fourth-century codexes,
Sinaiticus and Vaticanus, with a liberal sprinkling of other readings from other codexes, as well as the
over 120 papyri (although fewer from these than might be expected). The modern eclectic text is so firmly
enshrined in New Testament studies that I would not be surprised if a number of New Testament students
think that the manuscripts of the New Testament come with a critical apparatus at the bottom of the page.

* I would like to thank Hermann Harrauer and Bernhard Palme for asking me to prepare this paper. I wish also to
thank them for making wonderful papyrological opportunities available to my wife andme inVienna. Such friends and
colleagues are priceless and irreplacable.

1 There are other New Testament scholars who, while not publishing New Testament papyri, edited other relevant
manuscripts, such as E. J. Goodspeed. In more recent times Robert Kraft has published on the Septuagint.
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Recently, my wife and I published a fragment of the book of Acts2. The information for this papyrus
will no doubt eventually make its way into the critical apparatus of the Greek New Testament. However,
this information will be deceptive. When a New Testament scholar looks at the beginning of the book of
Acts, he or she sees:

PRAJEIS APOSTOLVN

1 TÚn m¢n pr«ton lÒgon §poihsãmhn per‹ pãntvn, Œ YeÒfile, œn ≥rjato ı
ÉIhsoËw poie›n te ka‹ didãskein, 2 êxri ∏w ≤m°raw §nteilãmenow to›w
épostÒloiw diå pneÊmatow èg¤ou oÓw §jel°jato énelÆmfyh. 3 oÂw ka‹
par°sthsen •autÚn z«nta metå tÚ paye›n aÈtÚn §n pollo›w tekmhr¤oiw, diÉ
≤mer«n tesserãkonta ÙptanÒmenow aÈto›w ka‹ l°gvn tå per‹ t∞w basile¤aw
toË yeoË:

Fig. 1:Acts of theApostles 1. 1–3 inModern Edition

The text is there in its integrity, without any lacunae and with a few textual variants noted at the bottom
of the page. Here is a picture of one side of the fragment ofActs that we edited:

Fig. 2: P.Harrauer, Plate 2 (= P.Vindob. G 19927)

Of course, it looks much like many other biblical papyri of the sixth century. It is somewhat fragmen-
tary, but enough is here for positive identification and creation of an edition (although the verso is not nearly
so clear). But it is far from a complete text. In fact, here is what this fragment would contribute to the text
ofActs 1 in the format of the standard Greek New Testament:

eri pant f n hrjato
n te k didaskein, hw hmeraw enteilam toiw

apostoloiw dia giou o ejelejat lhmfyh. oiw kai
pa sen e zvnta paye ton en p ekm di
hmerv ptano gvn ta
tou yeou:

Fig. 3:Acts of therApostles as Found in P.Vindob G. 19927 (P.Harrauer 2)

2 S. E. Porter and W. J. Porter, Acts of the Apostles 1, 1–5 and 1, 7–11 (P.Harrauer 2), in: Wiener Papyri als
Festgabe zum 60. Geburtstag von Hermann Harrauer (P.Harrauer) (ed. B. Palme), Vienna 2001, 7–14.
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Reading this text is quite a different experience from reading the nicely reconstructed eclectic text.
The use of an eclectic text has several effects upon New Testament study. Amajor one is that it gives

a mistaken notion of the very concept of text. What is a product of modern scholarship is represented as
accurately reflecting the earliest manuscripts, when in fact it is nothing of the sort. It is close in many in-
stances, perhaps, but it is not a representation of a manuscript used by any ancient community of early
Christians. This position has implications for study of this text. One is that few New Testament scholars
today have first-hand acquaintance with any of the manuscripts that are reflected in their text and cited in
their critical apparatus. They may have seen a photograph of the opening of Ephesians in Sinaiticus and
know that §n §fes“ is written in themargin, but they do not have a concept of continuous majusculewriting,
without systematic accentuation or punctuation. They have little knowledge of phonetically based spelling,
including the prevalent itacisms of so many manuscripts, and the resulting ambiguous forms. Indeed, they
have little knowledge of the numerous textual variations among manuscripts, because the eclectic text that
they use has a limited number of variants noted in the apparatus (about 1400 in theUBSGNT, and 10,000 in
the Nestle-Aland, but with fewer manuscripts cited). The reality of this textual situation came home to my
wife (a scholar in her own right) a number of years ago, when she first took a look at a page of Sinaiticus
and counted 36 or so corrections on one page alone. With such limited exposure, many New Testament
scholars have only a limited knowledge of what a variant is and how to assess it. The tendency — despite
injunctions to the contrary in the standard handbooks of textual criticism3— is to examine each variant in
isolation, as a choice among two or three options represented by various groups or families ofmanuscripts.
There is often little real consideration of how this variant might relate to others. This is because few are
using the actual manuscripts (or even their facsimiles) in their estimation so that larger patterns can be
observed, and because the limited critical apparatus makes it difficult to get a clear estimation of patterns of
variation within a given manuscript. There is virtually no access to larger patterns of usage. The resulting
tendency is to lose sight of individual manuscripts and to focus upon families or types of manuscripts in
deciding readings on an ad hoc basis.

As a result of such a situation, I think that there are a number of things that New Testament scholars
can learn from papyrology. One of these is an appreciation for the actual manuscripts. This is not just an
idealized veneration of the old, but the realization that the manuscripts themselves represent the actual
product of human endeavour, with all of the peculiarities, beauties and faults of such products. They are
not simply avenues to the ideal text. The New Testament did not originate in amodern printed edition, with
the letters excellently formed by electronic typesetting, but the text originated in hand-scrawled form.With
this appreciation of the originalmanuscripts comes a realization of the effort involved in their preservation,
restoration, transcription, identification, and interpretation. There are no lacunae in modern printed New
Testaments, no abrasions, no ill-formed letters, no breaks or decay.All of these provide challenges for the
papyrologist that are not confronted by the New Testament scholar. It is understandable that so much of
the work of papyrology is devoted simply to establishing the readings of texts, with all of the difficulties
involved. But the hard work has a singular reward, the deciphering of a text that perhaps no one has read in
centuries, if not millennia, and whose secrets have been hidden until now. New Testament scholars tend to
assume such knowledge and wish to move straight to the act of interpretation, taking as read that the text
— with a few relatively minor variants — is virtually certainly established. The actual fragility of the text,
both in terms of the actual manuscript and what it represents, is lost to them.

One of the most useful results of much papyrological work— besides the decipherment of numerous
documents — is the knowledge gained from them. In the area of New Testament manuscripts, this has
often been confined to a set of textual variants. These individual variants are obviously important, since in
a number of key instances they represent radically different readings in a textual tradition.More important,
however, is what can be learned about the tradition represented by the manuscript itself. I would not want
to minimize the importance of any given variant reading from one manuscript to another, but to my mind
more important is describing the character of an entire manuscript on the basis of the types of variants that
are to be found. New Testament scholars have a tendency to want to categorizemanuscripts, and have done
so in a variety of ways. In the earliest period these manuscripts were categorized according to genealogical
relations. This notion led to the idea that, just as in a human family, the manuscripts are offspring of each

3 See B. M. Metzger, The Text of the New Testament: Its Transmission, Corruption, and Restoration, New York
19682, 210.
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other, sharing some traits and deviating in others4. The assumption is that one can work back through
the alterations within a genealogical line to the earliest archetype. Later attached to this notion was the
idea of manuscripts being associated with particular geographical locations. These frameworks have been
dispelled, however, because there have been a number of variants that do not seem to follow their genealogy
and are not consistent according to location.As a result,most New Testament textual critics prefer to speak
of textual types.A textual type is characterized by having a significantly large number of textual similarities
in common, enough so as to identify the type itself and to distinguish it from others.

What is lacking from the above is that New Testament textual critics not only have lost sight of the
particular manuscripts, as noted above, but they have lost sight of the relationship between themanuscripts
and theworld that created them.When manuscripts were identifiedwith various locations, therewas at least
the possibility of a creative interplay between the place of origin of a manuscript in terms of its history,
culture and especially theology, and the readings of the manuscript. Now that manuscripts have been
separated from their geographic location, manuscripts are seen to be reflective of individual characteristics
rather than those associated with particular locales. There is even less of a sense that manuscripts reflect an
evolving and developing manuscript tradition, but rather they are treated simply as repositories of variants,
as if all 5000 manuscripts were a giant container with these variants within them.

The manuscripts of the Greek New Testament are obviously the most important manuscripts for New
Testament textual critics, as well as for most New Testament scholars. However, there are a large number
of other manuscripts that ought to figure into the thinking of New Testament scholars that are less often
taken into consideration, as they are in papyrological studies. Deissmann’s Light from the Ancient East was
an important book for New Testament scholars, and others alike5. However, there have been few works
like his since that have attempted to provide for New Testament scholars what Roger Bagnall has done
for ancient historians and papyrologists — that is, show how these primary texts can and should be used
in reconstructing the ancient world6. For many New Testament scholars, the wealth of resources available
is rarely if ever explored. Since the time of Deissmann, there have been a number of important further
discoveries that should be taken into account in trying to use papyrological discoveries in New Testament
research7. There have been a number of further documentary papyri that add to our knowledge of ancient
koine and its various literary forms. There have been a number of further discoveries of apocryphal gospel
texts that can and should be taken into some account8, and there has been the discovery of the Qumran
manuscripts, which include some in Greek. There are of course manuscripts in other languages as well,
such as those in Coptic, that also merit attention.

The Greek Qumran manuscripts are a case in point where a model of ancient historiography and the
study of primary documents couldwell benefitNewTestament scholars9.When theGreekmanuscripts from
Cave 7 were first published, it was speculated that they may have been Greek apocryphal Old Testament
texts. Later it was posited by one scholar in particular, and later supported by a few others, that perhaps
several of these documents were New Testament texts, such as a fragment from Mark’s Gospel. It was at
this point that therewas a strong reaction from the vast majority of New Testament scholars,who contended
that this simply could not be the case (in fact, the outcry continues). The manuscripts clearly left room for
interpretation, since none appeared to match the major codexes in all respects, and they were fragmentary.
To my mind the more important issue was that there was not a conceptual framework in which to interpret
thesemanuscripts. Or rather, there was a conceptual framework and it was one that excluded the possibility
of there being New Testament manuscripts at Qumran. There are two paradigms for treating Jewish and

4 See Metzger, Text of the New Testament, 156–185.
5 G. A. Deissmann, Licht vom Osten, Tübingen 1908, 19234; english translation: Light from the Ancient East

(trans. L. R. M. Strachan), London 1910, 19274.
6 R. S. Bagnall, Reading Papyri, Writing Ancient History, London 1995 (Approaching the AncientWorld).
7 One of the most useful sources for this material is New Documents Illustrating Early Christianity (8 vols. to

date) (ed. G. H. R. Horsley et al.), North Ryde, N.S.W., Australia 1981.
8 See S. E. Porter, The Greek Apocryphal Gospels Papyri: The Need for a Critical Edition, in: Akten des 21.

Internationalen Papyrologenkongresses Berlin, 13.–19. 8. 1995 (2 vols.) (ed. B. Kramer, W. Luppe, H. Maehler and
G. Poethke), Stuttgart, Leipzig 1997 (Archiv für PapyrusforschungBeiheft 3), II. 795–803, for discussion of these docu-
ments.

9 See S. E. Porter, Why so Many Holes in the Papyrological Evidence for the Greek New Testament?, in: The
Bible as Book: The Transmission of the Greek Text (ed. S. McKendrick and O. O’Sullivan), London in press, for
discussion of some of these issues.
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Christian documents of this early period, and they have so little in common, that it becomes difficult to
discuss how these Greek manuscripts — if they were anything other than Jewish texts — got to be there.
I am not saying that these are Christian texts, but what I am saying is that New Testament scholars are not
entirely clear in how to use primary documents as ameans of reconstructing theworld of their texts. Instead,
they tend to use these documents as support for a world that they have arrived at through other means.Until
New Testament scholars develop their own means of integrating these documents into a way of viewing the
ancient world, they will be dependent upon papyrologists and others to do such world-creating for them.

3.What Can Papyrologists Learn from New Testament Studies?

From what I have said above, it may seem as if the learning process must move in one direction only,
that is, from papyrologists to New Testament scholars. There clearly are a number of areas where New
Testament scholars can stand to learn much from papyrologists, even about the documents that form the
basis of their intellectual enterprise. I do not wish to minimize this. Having tried to live in both worlds for a
number of years, I can say that there is a very different feel about such things as evidence, the significance
of primary texts, the importance of using documentary evidence in reconstructing the ancient world, and
the like. However, this is not to say that there are not some things that can be learned from New Testament
scholars by papyrologists. I think that there are two areas that merit attention.

a. Theory and Data

The first is in terms of the relation between theory and data. I have noted above that papyrologists
concentrate upon data. They are still in the midst of accumulating data, because there are still so many
manuscripts that have not yet been published. In that sense, there has probably not been as much synthesis as
could be. There are of course a number of important syntheses that have taken place, such as the study of the
Zenon archive from Ptolemaic times, or the Heroninos archive from Roman times, but these are relatively
small in number when compared with the kinds of studies done of a variety of Christian communities,
often on the basis of much less evidence. For example, there are numerous studies of various communities
that produced the Gospels, including major studies of the Johannine community10, and much speculation
about various Pauline communities and their relation to his various letters (e. g. Corinth or Galatia). There
is probably less primary evidence for most of these Christian communities than there is for any number of
individual scribes atOxyrhynchus or other places.Nevertheless, that does not stopNew Testament scholars
from speculating about such communities. In one sense, the lack of certain types of primary evidence,
rather than becoming a hindrance, becomes a virtue in that it requires a fecund imagination to speculate
and create a useful hypothesis. Papyrologists are burdened with the need to restore, transcribe and publish
the huge number of still unpublishedmanuscripts, often leaving less time to reflect further on those already
published. Papyrology is threatened by the sheer quantity of its data. In this area, papyrologists could
probably learn from New Testament scholars.

Enlightening in this regard is recent work on censuses11. This of course has a bearing not only on
the entire structure of registration and taxation in Roman Egypt, but also on the related issue of censuses
outside of Egypt, ofwhich the purported Lukan census is an important one to study. Through the years there
have been numerous attempts to shed light on this Lukan census,with various proposals having been made.
Bagnall and Frier have provided a useful synthesis of much data regarding Roman Egypt. One of the most
enlightening studies of late has been one that has drawn upon some papyri fromArabia, in the Babatha and
now the Salome Komaïse archives12. Papyrologists have long been aware of the census returns. It is only in
recent times, however, that their importance for such issues as social control and regulation has come to the
fore.A few recent New Testament scholars have combined the evidence from the literary and papyrological
sources inside and outside of Egypt, put it within a framework of client kings and other Roman social

10 E. g. R. E. Brown, The Johannine Community, London 1969.
11 R. S. Bagnall and B. W. Frier, The Demography of Roman Egypt, Cambridge 1994 (Cambridge Studies in

Population, Economy and Society in Past Time 23).
12 See The Documents from the Bar Kokhba Period in the Cave of Letters: Greek Papyri (ed. N. Lewis), Jerusa-

lem 1989, 65–70 for P.Yadin 16; Aramaic, Hebrew and Greek Documentary Texts from Nahal Hever and Other Sites
(ed. H. Cotton and A. Yardeni), Oxford 1997 (Discoveries in the Judaean Desert 27), 174–194 for P.Hever 61 and 62
(XHev/Se pap 61 and 62).
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controls13, and noted several related documents that might have bearing, and have extended insight into the
censuses outside of Egypt, in particular the Arabian and now Lukan censuses. I think that it is possible to
make the case that not only does the Lukan census reflect the kind of censuses that were taken in Roman
territories (of which Palestine was one, despite having client kings) as theArabian papyri illustrate, but that
other factors — such as the grammatical structure of Luke 2.2 —may indicate that this census occurred not
only around the time of the early first centuryA.D., but possibly even during the time of Herod14.

b. Greek Grammatical Study

I do not think that it is being too harsh to say that the standard grammatical tools for papyrological
research are limited. It is true that there is a wealth of evidence of parallels to draw upon from the editi-
ons of papyri themselves, which are often well indexed for such purposes. But in terms of the standard
reference tools available, there are severe limitations. The major general grammatical reference tools are
three: Mayser’s study of the Ptolemaic papyri, completed in 1934, except for the revision of volume 1 by
Schmoll in 1970; Gignac’s two volumes on phonology and morphology; and Mandilaras’s study of the
verb15. The concentration has clearly been upon phonology and morphology. These constitute the largest
parts of Mayser’s two volume (5 fascicle) work, and so far all ofGignac’s contribution (ofwhich the syntax
volume is eagerly awaited).Mandilaras is an important advance in the area of verbal structure, but even his
study is limited in the number of instances and texts that he considers.

One familiar with the grammatical tools in New Testament study might wonder why I can say that
major advances in New Testament Greek grammatical study offer possibilities for papyrologists. The
standard reference grammars in New Testament studies are essentially three: Blass (and Debrunner’s)
grammar of New Testament and early Christian literature, which is frequently cited by papyrologists,
Moulton and Turner’s four volume grammar, and Robertson’s massive grammar16. These works reflect
nineteenth-century language study, and hence are for the most part governed by historical, philological and
comparative standards by which phenomena are evaluated. This is certainly the case with Blass’s grammar,
which is in many essential characteristics unchanged from the original 1896 version, except for some
updating of phonology, morphology and word-formation by Debrunner in the early part of last century. In
some later editions, occasional and sporadic reference has been made to some of the papyri. It is only in
Moulton’s grammar that one gets an idea of what the possible contribution of New Testament studies could
have been and perhaps could be to papyrological studies17. Deissmann made a major contribution — as
did Moulton —in the area of lexicography18. One of the benefits of the discovery of the papyri for New
Testament studies was an opening up of the categories of discussion.Whereas the classical language had
been used as the point of comparison,much to the usual denigration of theGreek of the NewTestament (and
often that of the rest of the Greco-Roman world), the discovery of the papyri showed that many supposed
unique senses of words were paralleled in the papyri.Moulton’s Prolegomena, volume one of A Grammar
of New Testament Greek, was an important step in showing that what had been thought to be unique New

13 See B.W. R. Pearson, The Lucan Censuses, Revisited, Catholic Biblical Quarterly 61 (1999) 262–282.
14 For a recent assessment of the data, and some new evidence brought to bear, see S. E. Porter, The Reasons for

the Lukan Census, in: Paul, Luke and the Greco-Roman World (ed. J. Frey, A. Christopherson, C. Clausen and B.W.
Longenecker), Sheffield in press (JSNT Supplement Series).

15 E.Mayser, Grammatik der griechischen Papyri aus der Ptolemäerzeit (2 vols., vol. 1.1 rev. H. Schmoll), Berlin
1906–1934, 1970; F. T. Gignac, A Grammar of the Greek Papyri of the Roman and Byzantine Periods (2 vols.), Milan
1976, 1981; and the study of the verb by B. G. Mandilaras, The Verb in the Greek Non-Literary Papyri,Athens 1973.
There are of course numerous individual studies as well.

16 F. Blass, Grammatik des Neutestamentlichen Griechisch, Göttingen 1896, revised several times and transla-
ted into English several times; the most widely used is F. Blass and A. Debrunner, A Grammar of New Testament
Greek (rev. and trans. R. W. Funk), Chicago 1961; J. H. Moulton, W. F. Howard and N. Turner, A Grammar of New
Testament Greek (4 vols.), Edinburgh 1906–1976; A. T. Robertson, A Grammar of the Greek New Testament in the
Light of Historical Research, New York 1914; Nashville 19344.

17 For an evaluation of these resources in New Testament studies, see S. E. Porter, Grammar and Syntax, in: The
Face of New Testament Studies (ed. S. McKnight and G. Osborne), Grand Rapids in press.

18 Besides his Light from the Ancient East, see G. A. Deissmann, Bibelstudien, Marburg 1895, and Neue Bibel-
studien, Marburg 1897, translated as Bible Studies (trans. A. Grieve), Edinburgh 1901; J. H. Moulton and G. Milli-
gan, The Vocabulary of the Greek Testament Illustrated from the Papyri and Other Non-Literary Sources, London
1914–1929.
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Testament usage (often posited as reflecting Semitic influence) was in fact reflective of koine usage of the
time. Moulton was never able to see his projected grammar through to completion. His prolegomena was
heralded in the English- and German-speaking worlds as a major advance. He was in the midst of working
on the second volume, on accidence and word-formation, when on a return trip from India his ship was
torpedoed in the Mediterranean and he died in 1917. The second volume was completed byW. F. Howard.
When the grammar was finally completed in the 1960s and 1970s by Nigel Turner, it was done on radically
different grounds. Turner was a well-known advocate of the view that the Greek of the New Testament
constituted a special dialect of Christian Greek, uniquely created by the mix of Greek and the Semitic
language of the writers of the New Testament. He advocated this hypothesis in both his Syntax volume and
his following Style, where evidence is often marshalled in order to show the unique character of the biblical
Greek language. Both his theoretical framework (which harks back to some nineteenth-century thought that
posited a special form of Holy Ghost Greek) and his evidence have been called into question. It is also true
that his theoretical orientation is directly derived from nineteenth-century classical philology.

Allof thisdoesnot soundparticularlypromising forpapyrologists learning fromNewTestament scholars,
when it appears that possibly the last great contributor to the study of the papyri and New Testament Greek
died in 1917. However, all is not so bleak. In the last thirty years, there have been a number of significant
advances inNew TestamentGreek linguistic and grammatical study that merit attention from papyrologists.
I would like to outline these briefly.

1. VerbalAspect Study. I select verbal aspect study as one particular grammatical phenomenon because
it is the area where the most recent work has been done, although there are other areas as well, such as
case theory, conjunctions and particles, clause structure, etc., that could also be mentioned. At the 1992
papyrological congress in Denmark, it was remarked by Greg Horsley that he thought that the study of
aspect was a desideratum for papyrological studies19. In the light of this endorsement, I wish to recapitulate
and advance discussion, not least because despite Horsley’s pleas I have seen little progress on the part
of papyrologists20. First, verbal aspect is not the same as Aktionsart, even though the two are often used
interchangeably. Nineteenth-century scholarship, reflecting rationalistic principles, tended to equate time
and tense-form. In the late nineteenth century a number of scholars, led by Karl Brugmann and introduced
into English by Moulton, recognized that verbal action has less to do with time and more to do with the
way actions occur. However, the attempt of Aktionsart theory to equate tense-forms with objective kinds
of action was overwhelmed by the fact that action is far more diverse than any language’s tense-forms will
allow. Aspect theory builds upon this recognition by saying that the tense-forms of the language are used
to reflect the user’s perspective on the action — not how it actually occurred but how the speaker wishes
to depict it. Secondly, there has been quite significant debate over how far to extend this theory, with
some aspectologists content to see the tense-forms as non-temporal in the non-indicative moods (including
the participle and the infinitive) and others wishing to see the tense-forms as non-temporal in all of the
moods. This means that their semantic features are aspectival and not temporal. Temporal referencemust be
established on the basis of a variety of contextual indicators, often called deictic indicators. These include
the discourse type, and a variety of indicators such as temporal and relational words, personal reference,
and the like. Thirdly, this leads to discussion of the primary meanings of the aspects. Some scholars see

19 G. H. R. Horsley, Papyrology and the Greek Language. A Fragmentary Abecedarius of Desiderata for Future
Study, Acts of the 20th International Congress of Papyrology held in Copenhagen in August 1992 (ed. A. Bülow-
Jacobsen), Copenhagen 1993, 48–70, here 49–50.

20 The major recent works in this area — especially for Greek of the turn of the millenia — are K. L. McKay,
Greek Grammar for Students: A Concise Grammar of Classical Attic with Special Reference to Aspect in the Verb,
Canberra 1974, esp. 136–148, 214–224; idem, A New Syntax of the Verb in New Testament Greek: An Aspectual
Approach, New York 1994 (Studies in Biblical Greek 5); J. Mateos, El Aspecto Verbal en el Nuevo Testamento,
Madrid 1977 (Estudios de Nuevo Testamento 1); S. E. Porter, Verbal Aspect in the Greek of the New Testament, with
Reference to Tense and Mood, New York 1989 (Studies in Biblical Greek 1); B. M. Fanning, Verbal Aspect in New
Testament Greek, Oxford 1990 (Oxford Theological Monographs); M. J. B. Olsen, A Semantic and Pragmatic Model
of Lexical and Grammatical Aspect, New York 1997 (Outstanding Dissertations in Linguistics Series); R. J. Decker,
Temporal Deixis of the Greek Verb in the Gospel of Mark with Reference to Verbal Aspect, New York 2001 (Studies
in Biblical Greek 10). A summary of some of the points of agreement and disagreement is found in Biblical Greek
Language and Linguistics: Open Questions in Current Research (ed. S. E. Porter and D. A. Carson), Sheffield 1993
(JSNT Supplement Series 80; Studies in New Testament Greek 1), 18–82, in a section on Verbal Aspect where Porter
and Fanning discuss their perspectives, which are evaluated by Daryl Schmidt and Moisés Silva.
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only two in Greek, grammaticalized by the aorist and present tense-forms, but others see three, adding
the perfect tense-form. There are a number of conceptual metaphors that have been used to describe the
semantics of the aspects, such as perfective vs. imperfective vs. stative aspect, etc. However, one of the
most important recent areas of discussion is in terms of the discourse shaping features of the use of the
tense-forms. In other words, the aspects are used by authors to create, convey, unify, shape and contour their
discourses, whether these are narratives, letters or descriptions. Thus, for example, a narrative is conveyed
by the aorist tense-form, or used when background material is being described, but the imperfect is used
when some event, person or words are foregrounded or brought forward for attention, often supported by
other syntactical means as well, such as word-order or the use of fuller forms of expression.

One brief example of how the concept of aspect could be used in papyrological research must suffice
here. In some recent linguistic study, it has been noted that shifts in tense-forms are used to indicate
transitions in sections of discourses21. This kind of study has already begun to be used in the study of va-
rious literary types in the Greek New Testament. For example, in defining epistolary form, various patterns
of tense-form usage have been noted in the Pauline letters. Similar analysis could well be done on various
papyrus letters. Such studies have potential to open up further distinctions in determining epistolary form.

2. Register Study. Jakko Frösén was one of the first to bring the concept of register into papyrological
studies22, but there has not been much research that I have observed that has followed up on his. One of the
reasons perhaps is that therewas something of a blurring in his work between the concept of dialect and that
of register. I prefer to see the term dialect as referring to the permanent features of language determined on
the basis of geography, social status, education, and the like.However,when language is used there are also
a number of transient characteristics that can also be observed. These are determined by such features as
the subject matter to be discussed, the social context in which conversation occurs, the relative status of the
participants, and a variety of other contextual factors that pertain to that particular situation. These various
factors have been developed in amore formalized way into what has been called register23. Register studies
attempt to show how the context of situation defines the parameters of language usage. In terms of ancient
documents, it holds out the hope that knowledge of how language is used can be useful in reconstructing
the original context of situation. This may not be a specific context, such that a particular person spoke on
a certain day, but it may help to describe the characteristics of the language users involved.

The advantage of register analysis over such competing notions as stylistics and even dialect is that it
attempts to quantify specific linguistic features that indicate the purpose and use of the discourse, with the
possibility of understanding the context out of which it emerged. Many stylistic studies that select single
features are predicated upon sample sizes that are simply not attainable for individual papyri.Work in re-
gister analysis has been able to overcome this limitation. Instead of pursuing a single longitudinal thread,
it has analyzed a number of latitudinal strata. The complex of features does not require a minimal sample
size to make the analysis useful. Thus, productive work has been done on the book of Philemon, which
is only slightly larger than the length of the average documentary papyrus letter, as well as such books as
Philippians, Mark’sGospel and the book ofActs24. This work holds great potential for being able to analyze
and use individual letters, and a number of letters with similar features in combination, to arrive at insights
into language usage in the ancient world.

21 D. Biber, Variation across Speech and Writing, Cambridge 1988.
22 J. Frösén, Prolegomena to a Study of the Greek Language in the First Centuries A.D.: The Problem of Koiné

and Atticism, Helsinki 1974.
23 See S. E. Porter, Dialect and Register in the Greek of the New Testament: Theory, in: Rethinking Contexts,

Rereading Texts: Contributions from the Social Sciences to Biblical Interpretation (ed. M. D. Carroll R.), Sheffield
2000 (JSOT Supplement Series 299), 190–208. The basis of much register theory is in the work of Michael Halliday.
See M. A. K. Halliday and R. Hasan, Language, Context, and Text: Aspects of Language in a Social-Semiotic Per-
spective, Geelong, Victoria, Australia 1985; M. Gregory and S. Carroll, Language and Situation: Language Varieties
and their Social Contexts, London 1978, esp. ch. 6.

24 See, for example, M. B. O’Donnell, The Application of Corpus Linguistics to the Study of Hellenistic Greek,
with Specific Reference to the Greek of the New Testament, Sheffield forthcoming (JSNT Supplement Series; Studies
in New Testament Greek); J. T. Reed, A Discourse Analysis of Philippians: Method and Rhetoric in the Debate over
Literary Integrity, Sheffield 1997 (JSNT Supplement Series 136), esp. 53–57; S. E. Porter, Register in the Greek of
the New Testament: Application with Reference to Mark’s Gospel, in: Rethinking Contexts (ed. Carroll R.), 209–229;
G.Martín-Asensio, Transitivity-Based Foregrounding in theActs of theApostles:AFunctional-GrammaticalApproach
to the Lukan Perspective, Sheffield 2000 (JSNT Supplement Series 202; Stud. in New Testament Greek 8).
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Some register studies of four Pauline letters — Romans, 1 Corinthians, Philippians and the Pastoral
Epistles (taken as a whole) — illustrate the potential of register studies. I have selected features for six
dimensions suggested in recent register research25. These include (1) interactive versus informational
production, (2) narrative versus non-narrative concerns, (3) explicit versus non-explicit reference, (4)
overt expression of persuasion, (5) abstract versus non-abstract information and (6) on-line informational
elaboration. As a result of studying features that can be identified with each of these dimensions, it is
possible to gain insights into individual texts. For example, 1 Corinthians is more interactive than the
others, while the Pastorals are more informational (I include the chart for table 1, interactive v. informa-
tional production below in Fig. 4). The Pastorals are also both more narrative and more non-narrative than
the others. This is not a contradiction, but reflects that these letters utilize both features. The Pastorals are
more explicit in reference, while Philippians is more non-explicit. 1 Corinthians is the most overt in its
persuasive techniques, as well as being the most abstract, while the Pastorals are the most non-abstract.
Finally, the Pastorals have more on-line elaboration and are more not on line in elaboration than the other
letters. From these data we can attempt to characterize particular features of the context of situation that
gave rise to these letters. Whereas a number of other factors can aid in this, the use of linguistic features
should also be taken into account. Similarly, papyrological studies could begin to characterize various texts,
such as documentary letters, according to their register features, in an attempt to reconstruct the contexts of
situation that led to their production.

Table 1. Dimension 1: Interactive v. Informational Production

(+) [Interaction] : Rom. 1 Cor. Phil. Past.
Private Verbs 25.03 23.28 33.76 22.65
ImperfectiveAspect 88.17 119.78 92.69 106.36
2nd Person Reference 44.29 51.99 68.75 44.15
Analytic Negation 28.97 37.78 12.28 19.50
Demonst. PRO &ADJ 7.73 10.54 9.21 11.75
1st Person Singular 30.94 43.69 84.10 29.25
1st Person Plural 22.22 19.48 7.98 16.91
BE asMain Verb 10.69 18.01 4.91 10.32
Causative Subordination 7.88 8.79 12.89 5.73
Indefinite Pronouns 2.11 7.91 6.14 6.31
WH-questions 6.05 4.69 1.23 0.86
Adverbs 33.89 38.07 52.18 32.97
Conditional Subordin. 9.00 16.25 7.98 6.88
Verbs 168.75 195.78 166.97 184.35

Summed Ranks 37 23 36 44

(-) [Informational] : Rom. 1 Cor. Phil. Past.
Nouns 235.83 200.91 224.06 249.14
Noun-Verb Ratio 1.40 1.03 1.34 1.35
Word Length 4.66 4.63 4.74 5.24
Type-Token Ratio 0.28 0.24 0.28 0.34
AttributiveADJ 2.53 4.25 2.46 8.31
PlaceAdverbs 0.00 0.59 0.61 0.29
Agentless Passives 15.05 17.43 8.59 12.90

Summed Ranks 17 21 20 12

Fig. 4: RegisterAnalysis of Pauline Textual Dimensions

25 See S. E. Porter, The FunctionalDistribution of KoineGreek in First-Century Palestine, in:Diglossia and Other
Topics in New Testament Linguistics (ed. S. E. Porter), Sheffield 2000 (JSNT Supplement Series 193; Studies in New
Testament Greek 6), 53–78.
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3. DiscourseAnalysis.Discourse analysis or textlinguistics26, at least as I understand it, is closely related
to register analysis.Much papyrological study has focused upon the individual letter. Often these letters are
deciphered in terms of words and phrases. This is especially necessary when deciphering lettering that has
shown the effects of age or simply cannot be clearly determined because of the hand. Much analysis does
not proceedmuch beyond the phrase, and rarely beyond the clause or sentence.Discourse analysis turns this
analysis on its head, and begins with the premise that the most important unit of analysis is the discourse
itself. In a sense, papyrological research has been concerned with entire discourses in its categorization
of types of manuscripts. Discourse analysis goes beyond this concern, however, and recognizes not only
that the entire discourse is the minimal unit for interpretation, but that the discourse establishes the context
for interpretative parameters.Within these parameters, the most useful discourse analysis of ancient texts,
I believe, begins with linguistic substance, but it analyzes these in terms of larger units of structure and
meaning. Discourse analysis provides a meaningful way of analyzing such linguistic data. Rather than
simply accumulating instances of particular elements or linguistic structures, or vocabulary items, there is
the possibility of putting such usage in a larger context.

In recent research, Matthew O’Donnell and I have been developing a model of discourse analysis for
ancient Greek texts (see Fig. 5). This is being developed in conjunction with our work on OpenText.org, a
web-based platform for making available resources for study of ancient Greek documents (www.opentext.
org)27.

LEVEL OF DISCOURSE Field Tenor Mode
Context of
Situation

Topic and Purpose Demographics of
Sender/Receiver

Genre and Form,
Setting and Cultural
Elements

Discourse Semantic Domain
Pattern

Participant Structure
and Interaction

Cohesion and
Thematization

Paragraph Transitivity Roles,
Clause Level and
Connection (Primary
and Secondary), and
Aspect and Causality
Patterns

Participant Status
and Interaction

Clause Level
Conjunctions
and Connections;
Cohesive Ties

Clause Clause Components
(S, P, C,A),Aspect
and Causality

Participant Identity
andAttitude

Conjunctions;
Prime–Subsequent

Word Group Semantic Domains and
Relations

Participant Reference Part of Speech;
Grammatical and
Lexical

Fig. 5: OpenText.org Discourse Model

We have begun with the text of the New Testament, but are already moving to include other related
texts as well. The model that we have developed includes the following levels: word group, clause,
paragraph, discourse and context; relying upon the differentiating meta-functions of field, tenor and mode.
As Fig. 5 indicates, there are definable features at each level.We have found that, because of the morpho-
logical ambiguity inherent in Greek, the word group provides the lowest level of significant analysis for
our discourse scheme.Within the word group, for example, we differentiate a head term and its modifiers
(see Fig. 6).

26 See S. E. Porter,Discourse Analysis and New Testament Studies: An Introductory Survey, in:Discourse Analysis
and Other Topics in Biblical Greek (ed. S. E. Porter and D.A. Carson), Sheffield 1995 (JSNT Supplement Series 113;
Studies in New Testament Greek 2), 14–35, where bibliography is cited.

27 See M. B. O’Donnell, S. E. Porter and J. T. Reed, OpenText.org and the Problems and Prospects of Working
with Ancient Discourse, in: A Rainbow of Corpora: Corpus Linguistics and the Languages of the World (ed.A.Wilson,
P. Rayson and T. McEnery), Munich in press; Porter and O’Donnell, Theoretical Issues for Corpus Linguistics and
the Study of Ancient Languages, in: Corpus Linguistics by the Lune: A Festschrift for Geoffrey Leech (ed. A.Wilson,
P. Rayson and T. McEnery), Frankfurt am Main in press.
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w6 TimÒyeow
sp df ql rl

w8 édelfÒw
sp df ql rl

w7 ı

Fig. 6: Relations in the Word Group TimÒyeow ı édelfÒw in Philemon 1

The modifying relations in relation to the head term are indicated as specifiers (sp), definers (df),
qualifiers (ql) and relaters (rl). These relationships can be used to mark up the text at this level for retrieval
purposes. Similarly, a complex word group can have various levels of modification indicated, with various
individual word groups within larger word groups.

At the clause level, we differentiate at the textual level the primary and secondary clauses. Each
paragraph has its primary and secondary clauses specified (see Fig. 7).

c16 ˘n §g°nnhsa §n to›w desmo›w ÉOnÆsimon tÒn pot° soi êxrhston nun‹ d¢ so‹
ka‹ §mo‹ eÎrxhston
c17 ˘n én°pemcã soi aÈtÒn c18 toËto ¶stin tå §må splãgxna

c15 parakal« se
c19 ˘n §g∆ §boulÒmhn c21 ·na Íp¢r soË moi Îiakonª §n to›w

desmo›w toË eÈaggel¤ou

per‹ toË §moË t°k-
nou

c20 prÚw •mautÚn kat-
°xein

c22 xvr‹w d¢ t∞w s∞w gn≈mhw oÈd¢n
±y°lhsa

c24 ·na mØ …w katå énãgkhn tÚ égayÒn
sou ¬ éllå katå •koÊsion

c23 poi∞sai

Fig. 7: Display of Clause Level and Connections for Philemon 10–14

These categories are determined not on the basis of traditional rules of subordination, but in terms of
discourse continuity, with relative clauses, participle and infinitive clauses, and their dependent clauses
being secondary. Secondary clauses enhance the vertical dimension of the text, while primary clauses
develop the linear dimension. Once the various levels of analysis have been made, one can retrieve the
data for further study and comparison. For example, one can note what kinds of syntactic structures parti-
cular lexical items are used in, or certain kinds of word order can be noted in varying linguistic contexts
according to discourse type or paragraph subject matter or foregrounding, or the like. The possibilities for
such analysis are large, and heretofore have not been undertaken on a large scale.

One of the reasons that such large-scale linguistic undertakings have not been undertaken is not only
because themethods for doing so have only recently been developed but because the resources for doing so
have not been present. By this Imean that the resources of computer technology must be utilized in order to
make full use of themultitudinous data noted above28. There are a number of computer data-bases currently
available both in New Testament studies and in papyrological research29. One of the most widely used in
both is the TLG data-base. This data-base has a number of limitations, not least that it is a data-base of
literary texts. The Duke data-base has papyri, and a considerable number of them. However, both resources
are limited in terms of their retrievalmechanisms. This is a serious shortcoming in and of itself. There is the
further problem that these are not actually corpora in the technical sense of being a planned or structured
corpus of texts. These are simply archives, that is, an almost random accumulation of texts used because

28 For experiments in these areas, see S. E. Porter and M. B. O’Donnell, Semantics and Patterns of Argumenta-
tion in the Book of Romans: Definitions, Proposals, Data and Experiments, in: Diglossia (ed. Porter), esp. 176–189;
O’Donnell, Application of Corpus Linguistics (n. 23).

29 See M. B. O’Donnell, The Use of Annotated Corpora for New Testament Discourse Analysis: A Survey of
Current Practice and Future Prospects, in: Discourse Analysis and the New Testament: Approaches and Results (ed.
S. E. Porter and J. T. Reed), Sheffield 1999 (JSNT Supplement Series 170; Studies in New Test. Greek 4), 71–117.
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of availability, not selected for any particular reason or to provide a structure to those texts gathered. Thus,
even if one were able to perform more sophisticated searches, there is limited means to discover whether
the results are significant, since little is known about the shape of the corpus against which the item is
being searched. New Testament studies has the advantage of a number of much more richly annotated
data-bases. These data-bases are essentially confined to the text of the New Testament (in its eclectic form,
not according to any particular manuscript) and the Septuagint. Searches of lexical items and of simple
syntactical patterns can be performed, but not highly complex syntax or levels beyond that.

Corpus linguistics is concerned with such issues. Corpus linguistics is not so much a specific method
of textual analysis, as an approach to data that says that the study of linguistic phenomena should take
place in terms of a larger corpus of material, so that significance can be established. Rather than an open-
ended corpus, and certainly rather than simply an archive, what is needed in the study of ancient texts is a
structured corpus, so that thematerial available can be used to best possible advantage.More than that,what
is needed is to be able to extract the largest amount of information from the tagged text as is possible. For
this, a maximal set of annotations is needed, in which all possible levels of information are annotated and
retrievable. This includes information at themorphological level, to be sure, but more than that, at the level
of the group, the clause, the paragraph and the discourse. This text-tagging requires, first, the development
of a complex discourse model as was noted above, and secondly, an intensive effort to annotate the text.
However, the rewards can be significant for papyrological studies.

Strides are already being taken to incorporate this computer technology into papyrological research. In
many instances, the models being suggested for tagged texts of papyri are essentially the inputting of the
printed edition into a simple computer file. What is needed instead is a rethinking of the entire approach
on the basis of corpus-based principles that include richly annotated texts. OpenText.org is attempting to
bring as many Greek-language resources — including papyri — to a web-based platform as possible so
that scholars can use these in their research. The process is a slow one, and requires a high degree of ex-
pertise in linguistics and Greek language for the annotator, after development of the discourse model.We
have recently innovated various methods of automated machine tagging. Our goal is to provide as soon
as possible an annotated corpus of 600,000 words for use. Documentary papyri constitute an important
part of this corpus. Shortcuts to their fullest implementation can be taken, but we are suggesting that what
is needed is three texts, a diplomatic text, a reconstructed text, and a reading text. We have created these
for the well-known P.Oxy. 119, as illustrated in Fig. 8. This figure includes a diplomatic, reading and
reconstructed text of the papyrus.

Each of these texts serves a different purpose in papyrological research30, and these are reflected in our
editions,which attempt to use Leiden-based conventions in an electronic interactive format. The diplomatic
text provides the lettering as it appears in terms of numbered characters, with indications of status (written
or deleted) and visibility (clear, uncertain, illegible), as well as indications of lacunae, inserted letters,
abbreviations, and the like. The reconstructed text divides words and accents them, as well as numbering
them and positioning them in terms of characters, and expands abbreviations, but also retains the indications
of status and visibility.An added interactive feature is that selecting a given letter also indicates the character
number and its transcription in the diplomatic text. The reading text provides a regularized text, including
basic punctuation. It too is interactive with the reconstructed and diplomatic texts.An added feature of the
reading text is the provision of alternative readings, potentially those provided by the editors or by, as in
this case, various editors of this papyrus. One could conflate these texts, but since the creation of one text
requires the creation of the others by definition, it seems that retaining the three is not only feasible but
prudent, since each text provides something different from the others. This holds true, I believe,whether we
are discussing documentary or literary texts. Those texts that have already been edited can be transferred to
amore compact format in which perhaps only a single text is used, but as we all know, valuable information
is lost in this process. This proposed system of textual annotation has already attracted attention since its
first posting on our web-site, although we would welcome further critical response. If this system continues
to catch on, it is possible even to think of the electronic form as the first place of publication, from which a
version is selected for the printed format.

30 Cf. E. G. Turner, Greek Papyri: An Introduction, Oxford 1968, esp. 70–72; M. L.West, Textual Criticism and
Editorial Technique, Stuttgart 1973 (Teubner Studienbücher), 94–95.
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Fig. 8: Screen Shots of Diplomatic, Reading and Reconstructed Texts of P.Oxy. 119 from OpenText.org
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4. Conclusion

One hundred years ago, the question of what New Testament scholars and papyrologists could learn
from each other perhaps did not need to be asked, since in many instances the scholars were one and the
same. Even for those who were not involved in the other discipline, their educational background or their
personal interests often meant that they were aware of the other field, and were able to avail themselves
of various discoveries. However, much has changed since then. Today, the disciplines stand on quite dif-
ferent platforms, with as much that distinguishes them as unites them. Each has grown and developed in
different ways, and, in our complex age of specialization, almost requires that one devote oneself to one
or the other. As a result, there are some developments in each that could be of benefit to the other. I think
that the focus upon primary texts, in all of their dirtiness, fragmentariness, and yet beauty and authenticity,
is the major factor that papyrology has to contribute to New Testament scholars, who have often lost cite
of the place of primary documents in their discipline. However, New Testament scholars have been taking
serious strides forward in developing a range of perspectives and tools for the intensive study of their texts.
These linguistic methods and insights, and the means by which they can be exploited, provide tools that
papyrologists could benefit from. It will be interesting to see whether the two disciplines are able to share
this information to each others’ mutual benefit.




